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Abstract
?Women?s participation and empowerment are central to global gender equality agenda. 
The Sustainable Development Goals recently adopted by the United Nations demand 
that the global community ?empower all women and girls.? The United States Agency for 
International Development states on its gender webpage that, ?women?s empowerment 
can unlock human potential on a transformational scale.? In 2016 virtually every major 
donor, non-governmental organization (NGO) and multilateral entity proclaims the 
need for women?s empowerment in order to achieve poverty alleviation and sustainable 
human development. But what does the development community mean when using the 
words women?s empowerment? How do we realize women?s empowerment in practice? 
The objective of this paper is to investigate how global, national and local definitions of 
women?s empowerment differ, using a case study in Indonesia. Using new data collected 
from women?s groups operating in East Java, this article will demonstrate that grassroots 
women may not follow gender ideology of the global or even national level. Rather through 
their own practical experience they have come to define women?s empowerment in their 
own voice and on their own terms. This suggests that small-scale empowerment programs 
are an effective tool in changing attitudes and behavior about gender equality at the 
local level. Although this paper draws upon data from a small program in Indonesia, the 
conditions that impose limitations on women?s empowerment are similar to those in other 
regions of the world, making these findings relevant to a variety of women?s empowerment 
programs worldwide. 
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1. Introduction
?Women?s empowerment theory emerged in the 1970?s, and over time the term became 
popularized among donors, NGOs, think tanks, and government policy-makers. The term has 
now become a buzzword and the concept of women?s empowerment has become so diluted 
that we have lost its core meaning. In its simplest form, women?s empowerment is a process by 
which women recognize their own potential and take control of their own agency to move from a 
position of subordination to a position of power. How each individual woman defines and achieves 
empowerment is up to her. Individual definitions might reflect a global ideology, a national ideology, 
a hybrid of the two, or something completely unique.  
?The development community is understandably uncomfortable forcing non-Western cultures into 
a Western mold, and often uses women?s empowerment as one such example of a ?Western mold?. 
However, through a case study in Indonesia, I will argue in this paper that women?s empowerment 
is not a strictly Western concept, that practical applications of the women?s empowerment approach 
have demonstrated results at the grassroots level in non-Western cultures, and that global and 
national definitions of women?s empowerment can help us contextualize how women view their own 
empowerment process in the community. 
?In section two of this paper I will briefly summarize the prevailing perspectives on what global 
experts agree women?s empowerment is, what it isn?t, and how one achieves it. 
?In section three, I will discuss the Indonesian definition of women?s empowerment, by looking 
at three uniquely Indonesian influences: Suharto?s New Order, the PKK national women?s 
organization, and Indonesian Islamic teachings. As I will demonstrate, the efforts of the Indonesian 
political mainstream to popularize the concept of women?s empowerment have helped make the 
concept a positive and welcomed practice throughout the country. However, I will also demonstrate 
how the Indonesian definition of women?s empowerment differs from that of global academicians. 
This uniquely Indonesian definition restricts women?s empowerment to the domestic space: 
empowering women to be better mothers and better wives for the preservation of domestic 
harmony. 
?Do all Indonesian women believe in this Indonesian definition? Original qualitative data collected 
from participants in five different women?s empowerment groups in East Java suggest otherwise. 
These women articulate how this program is changing their lives through increased educational 
opportunities, greater self-confidence, increased leadership inside the home, increased leadership 
outside the home (also described as increased ?voice? in the community) and 39/42 women (93%) 
reported a positive change in ?personal happiness? since starting the program. This grassroots 
definition of ?empowerment? does not restrict women to a domestic space. In fact none of the 
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women in this research described empowerment in terms of motherhood at all. I discuss all of these 
findings in section four of this article, describing why the classic empowerment approach remains 
an effective tool for global gender equality work.
2. Global Definition - Women?s Empowerment Theory and Approach 
?One of the single most valuable contributions the feminist theorists made to women?s 
development was to legitimize the notion that gender was not a biological product, but a creation 
of social construction. (Wieringa, 2002; Gardiner, 2005) The theory of women?s empowerment, in 
its earliest stages, emerged in the 1970?s to explain how a woman could challenge existing social 
structures and transform them through self-determination to create an environment where she lived 
in full control of her own agency. Feminist scholars and activists began defining what it meant for 
women to become ?empowered.? Many authors describe empowerment as the process by which 
women move from a position of disempowerment to a position of power. (Rowlands, 1995; G Sen, 
1997; Kabeer, 1999; Stromquist, 2002; Parpart, 2002; Batliwala, 2008) 
?Others, drawing on Foucault, discuss women?s empowerment in terms of the classic power 
models ? power over, power to and power from within. Foucault argued against traditional concepts 
of ?power over? being limited to the state, but rather defined power as something common that 
exists in daily relationships ?at the personal and institutional levels (Parpart, Rai and Stout, 2002). 
Rejecting that empowerment has anything to do with ?power over,? researchers and practitioners 
have argued that true empowerment is about finding power from within in order to initiate the power 
to. (Rowlands, 1995). Governments, donors and NGOs, by definition, cannot give women power. In 
fact, some would argue that would be dangerous, as it could turn into another form of imperialism. 
(Mohanty et al, 1992) Empowerment must be about being freed from all forms of domination, 
even those that initially appear innocuous. (G. Sen et al, 1987) Gita Sen questions from where one 
should ?receive? empowerment and dedicates much of her discourse to warning people away from 
allowing those with authority to ?give? power to women; suggesting that is not empowerment, but 
simply another form of control. (G. Sen, 1996)
?Although mainstream women?s empowerment theorists often dispute the details, experts 
generally agree that women?s empowerment:
???Is both a process and an outcome;
???Is a long-term intervention that should not be rushed;
???Includes the development of a women?s self-agency;
???Works best when small groups of women are brought together;
???Cannot be forced ? it must utilize ?power from within.?
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?The acknowledgement that women?s empowerment is both process and outcome is central, 
and not one empowerment theorist identified in this paper would dispute that. As the results from 
empowerment are often difficult to measure, recognizing that empowerment is as much about the 
process as it is about the result validates a lengthy, non-linear process. (Malhorta et al, 2002)
?Most authors agree that women?s empowerment is not a quick process, which is also one of 
its biggest criticisms.  The empowerment process takes time and should follow the pace of the 
participants and not the pace of a donor or government agency. (Rowlands, 1995; G Sen, 1997; 
Stromquist, 2002; Richey, 2002; Batliwala 2010) It can take years or even decades for women to 
gain the confidence to take control of self-agency, which is in keeping with the idea of women?s 
empowerment as both a process and an outcome. This process should not be discredited or 
dismissed before measureable outcomes present themselves. Women need the space to gain 
cognitive understanding of their local social structure and where they fit into it, map out goals, 
and finally work towards attaining those goals. (Stromquist, 2002; Rowlands, 1995; Kabeer, 
1997; Malhorta / Schuler / Boender, 2002; Batliwala, 2008; Hill, 2003) Therefore the process of 
empowerment needs to be understood as an outcome in its own right.   
?Another undisputed component is that of agency. The 2012 World Development Report defines 
agency as, ?one?s ability to make choices ? and to transform them into desired actions and 
outcomes.? (WDR, 2012) Others may tinker with the wording of this definition, or replace agency 
with similar terms such as self-determination or self-actualization, but agency is generally used to 
describe a woman?s control over her own physical and emotional self. (Wieringa, 1994; Rowlands, 
1995; Kabeer, 1999; A Sen, 1999; Stromquist, 2002; Deshmukh-Ranadive, 2005) Possessing control 
over one?s agency means a woman is able to make decisions for herself, and has input into decisions 
regarding her family and her community. We include concepts of self-confidence and self-assurance 
in this category. 
?When authors discuss how empowerment occurs, bringing women together in small groups is 
a common thread. (Rowlands, 1995; Stromquist, 2002; Parpart, 2002; Richey, 2002; Deshmukh-
Ranadive, 2005; Batliwala 2010) These groups can be formed from an existing affinity group that 
might involve geography, religious worship, educational purposes, etc. Or it could be a new group 
arranged by an outside facilitator. Results can be positive for both methods, but the overall premise 
is that, like the Grameen Model, women benefit from community and collective learning and action. 
(Wahid, 1994)
?The move from empowerment theory to empowerment approach is simply a transition from 
conceptualization to practice. Development practitioners supporting women?s development and 
empowerment theory began looking for a model in which an outside facilitator could somehow 
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initiate the empowerment process from within. Artificially initiated, perhaps, but the end result 
would still be women with more control over their own agency, greater decision making power 
and greater control over their and their family?s resources ? with the end goal of greater gender 
equality. 
?Since the term empowerment is an English language word, it is easy to dismiss the term (and 
theories associated with it) as being overtly Western or elitist.  However, many experts claim that 
the concept of women?s empowerment actually originated from the grassroots feminist movements 
in South Asia (Stromquist, 2002) and look to South Asian authors such as Srilatha Batliwala, 
Naila Kabeer, Gita Sen and Kumari Jayawardena, as the first voices of women?s empowerment. 
Jayawardena writes that the women?s movement was not inspired by Western feminists or the 
United Nations, but that it has an independent history in each country?s context. (Jayawardena, 
1986) But perhaps the earliest and most internationally recognized advocate of a specific approach is 
Caroline Moser, who popularized the eponymous Women?s Empowerment Approach to development. 
?Moser describes the genesis of several approaches to involve women in development (including 
the welfare approach and the equity approach) in her frequently-cited 1989 article in the journal 
World Development and her book, Gender Planning and Development: Theory, Practice and Training, 
published in 1993. She then goes on to discuss the specifics of her proposed Empowerment 
Approach, which was characterized as:
???Recognizing the triple burden of women (productive, reproductive and community).
???Originating through the grassroots women?s movement in the developing world, giving it 
credibility and debunking the process as a purely Western feminist phenomenon. 
???Having the purpose of empowering women through ?greater self-reliance? or agency, which 
has already been identified as a critical component of empowerment.  
???Defining women not just in terms of subordination to men, but also framing women?s position 
in colonial and post-colonial environments. 
???Striving to reach both practical (short-term) and strategic (long-term) gender needs of 
women. 
?Moser?s Empowerment Approach caused conflict with some academics who felt as though it 
oversimplified the theory of empowerment. However, Moser?s empowerment approach was widely 
accepted, and the publication of her 1989 paper legitimized much of the work already happening 
by women-led organizations in developing countries, and it popularized the approach in donor 
countries. The Empowerment Approach embraced empowerment as a long-term development 
initiative, and valued ?soft? outcomes in participants, such as changes in self-confidence, more than 
hard outcomes, such as annual household income. 
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3. National Definition - Women?s Empowerment in Indonesia?
?The national understanding of women?s empowerment in Indonesia differs from the global 
definition. Instead of focusing on total control over agency the national definition frames 
empowerment in terms of family and motherhood; to be an empowered woman is to be a supportive 
wife and mother. Certainly there are more progressive voices in Indonesia (human rights activists, 
liberal Muslim groups and feminist women?s organizations) who support the global interpretation of 
women?s empowerment. However these voices are not the majority. 
?A review of some key Indonesian influences help to explain how this national interpretation 
of women?s empowerment emerged, and how state and religious influences reinforced this 
interpretation. 
3.1 New Order Politics 
?As the first leader of independent Indonesia, Sukarno was understandably focused on rebuilding 
after WWII and reconciling domestic factions (the nationalists, the religious groups and the 
communists) to unite his people under one Indonesian flag. (Wieringa, 2015) Women?s rights 
under Sukarno were framed in the context of a post-colonial nation struggling for its own national 
identity? his focus was on unity rather than personal interest groups. (Blackburn, 2008)
?Women gained suffrage under Dutch rule and were not completely sidelined from civil society 
under Sukarno, however few women were represented in civil service or business outside of family 
functions. Women and women?s groups typically gathered around the nationalist agenda, or affinity 
groups formed around women?s issues, such as girls? access to education. (Blackburn, 2008) 
?Suharto?s dictatorship and New Order policy (1967-1998) had severe implications for women 
and women?s rights. The Suharto platform was also one of unity between tribes and ethnic groups, 
best achieved through ?family harmony.? (Robinson, 2006) A harmonious family was attained 
only through the marriage of a hetero-sexual couple, regular use of contraception to keep families 
small, and a sexual division of labor: the man works and the woman stays at home. (Weiringa, 2015; 
Robinson, 2006; Clark 2010) 
?Suharto and the New Order would argue that this family framework was not degrading to women. 
New Order politics would claim that men and women are equally important to the health of the 
nation, but that men and women had different roles to fulfill. Men were to work for the betterment of 
Indonesia (business, education, public service, etc.), while women managed the home and cared for 
children. Women were tasked with controlling the family budget, giving women considerable power 
inside the home, but men controlled the social, religious and political realms outside the home. 
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?The term ?State Ibuism? is often used to describe how the New Order molded the role of women 
through propaganda. (Wieringa, 2015) ?Ibu? is the Indonesian word for mother. During the New 
Order, Ibu was used to address any woman older than oneself. It was then, and remains today, the 
polite and respectful way to address women in Indonesia. By addressing a woman as Ibu one is 
essentially calling her ?mother,? underscoring the value of a woman?s reproductive contributions to 
society and little else. 
?In the late 1990s, Indonesia went through a turbulent ?reformasi? or ?reformation? period that 
ended with the nation recapturing its right to Freedom of Speech and leading to regular, democratic 
elections. Since 1999, Indonesia has elected five Presidents. But Although the New Order has long 
since ended its official operation, the lingering effects of State Ibuism continue to frame Indonesian 
culture outside of Jakarta, reinforced by both government and religious organizations. 
3.2 PKK
?Suharto?s regime formed the Pembinaan Kesejahteraan Keluarga (Empowerment, Family, 
Welfare) organization, commonly known as PKK. PKK is a large, government-sponsored women?s 
organization designed to connect the state with rural and semi-rural populations. (Wieringa, 
2015) PKK is still in wide operation today and a household name. Membership is technically not 
exclusive? any Indonesian woman who is married and a mother is eligible to join. The PKK 
leadership structure was institutionalized under the New Order, and it was ? and still is today ? 
government funded. The wife of the Minister of Foreign Affairs is automatically the President of the 
National PKK organization. The wives of district mayors are automatically the Presidents of district 
PKK chapters. All leadership positions in PKK from Treasurer to Secretary are assigned to the 
wives of men who hold certain political positions. PKK claims to be an empowerment organization, 
with women?s capacity building and education programs running for several decades. 
?In terms of helping women?s empowerment programing, PKK has popularized the term 
?women?s empowerment? and given those words an accepted perception in the public eye. Many 
countries that have a negative, Western connotation with the term ?women?s empowerment?? 
but this does not exist in Indonesia. I have never experienced an initial negative reaction to the 
theoretical concept of women?s empowerment from a man or a woman in East Java. When I ask, 
most people have an immediately positive reaction to women?s empowerment that may well be sub-
conscious. Most informants smile, agree, nod their head? yes, of course, women?s empowerment 
in Indonesia is important. They welcome me as a foreigner to their country to discuss this important 
topic. Therefore, from direct experience, I agree that PKK?s wide reach and huge membership has 
legitimized the concept of women?s empowerment and effectively introduced the term pembinaan 
into the daily vernacular. 
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?However, PKK has potentially hindered women?s empowerment programming by promoting 
a definition of women?s empowerment that aims to keep women in a domestic space. (Wieringa, 
2015) For example, PKK?s leadership and membership structures restrict women ? the leadership 
structure assumes that all civil servants of high rank are men, and that all wives of those men are 
unemployed and interested in ?charity work? to occupy their spare time. Membership structure 
is critical because it demands that to be a member of PKK one must be married and one must 
have children? which again implicitly sends the message that women are valued primarily 
for their reproductive role in society. Many scholars argue that PKK?s definition of women?s 
empowerment is only empowerment within the household, and actually restricts women instead of 
empowering them? just as the New Order?s ?family harmony? policy had done before it. (Robinson, 
2009; Wieringa, 2015) This perspective leads me to conclude that at best the PKK encourages 
empowerment with limitations, and at worst the PKK?s programming may be an effective 
educational platform for Indonesian mothers, but it isn?t an empowerment organization at all.
3.3 Islam
?One cannot discuss gender relations in Indonesia without discussing the impact of Islam. 
According to the last national census in 2010, Indonesia is 87.2% Muslim, which is also relatively 
reflective of religious affiliation in East Java as well. The majority of the remaining 12.8% are 
Christian/Catholic, with a few reporting the practice of Hinduism or ?other.? This was especially 
critical after the Reformasi, when newly granted freedom of speech finally created a national 
platform for religious voices and perspectives, including Islamic voices. Both the Sukarno and 
Suharto governments were nominally Muslim, but in practical terms, secular. (Platzdasch, 2000) 
Islamic practices have grown stronger in the last seventeen years and voices from the clerics and 
imams are convincing and influential. (Buehler, 2008; Robinson, 2009) 
?The short answer is that, like any world religion, there is no one universal Islamic stance on any 
given topic, and Islamic scripture is interpreted from a variety of perspectives? therefore there 
are a variety of perceptions of what Islam means for women?s empowerment. (Brenner, 2011) 
Feminists within the religion (acting similarly to feminists in the Christian and Jewish faiths) do 
not tend to reject their faith, but rather appeal to a higher order that preaches equality and justice 
above a sexual division of roles. (Mir-Hosseini, 2006) Others use Islamic teaching to justify their 
argument that women should somehow remain subservient to men ? in essence rejecting women?s 
empowerment completely, or accepting an abridged version that limits women to a domestic role. 
?The prevailing interpretation of gender and Islam in Indonesia is more traditional, which 
reinforces the residual messages from New Order politics? that a women?s supreme goal is to 
maintain ?family harmony? in the home, therefore emulating a domesticated female. (Robinson, 
2006; Rinaldo, 2008; Blackburn, 2008; Parvanova, 2012; Wieringa, 2015) In conversation several 
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Indonesian women have described to me that when the New Order ended, the Islamic leaders took 
up the baton and continued to lead with the same message regarding women?s empowerment? 
perhaps framing it in terms of faith instead of government policy? but delivering the concept of 
empowerment as something that makes women better wives and mothers; not as something that 
strives to give all women control over their own self agency. 
?Some experts would go so far as to state that self-determination is simply un-Islamic, and because 
of this, women?s empowerment will never be supported by religious Indonesian leadership. 
(Platzdasch, 2000) There are widespread negative concepts of the ?career woman? in Indonesia and 
many religious clerics use this term to condemn a woman who works all day, neglecting the needs 
of her children and husband, and does not fulfill her responsibilities as mother. (Adamson, 2007) 
Oftentimes Islamic leadership will describe women as being the weaker sex, in need of guidance and 
protection from men. (Adamson, 2007) The fact that many Indonesian Islamist groups vociferously 
protested the presidency of Megawati on grounds that she was a woman (Robinson, 2009) made it 
very clear where women?s empowerment stood in the eyes of Indonesian religious leadership.
4. How Grassroots Women Define Empowerment ? A Case Study from East Java
?Given the large ideological gap between the global definition of women?s empowerment and the 
Indonesian definition, how do local women define empowerment in their own practical context? The 
local definition presented in this paper is an accumulation of original data collected in East Java, 
Indonesia ? through interaction with a local, NGO called RUMPUN. RUMPUN is an acronym for 
the organization?s full name, which is Ruang Mitra Perempuan in Bahasa, or Space for Women?s 
Friendship, in English.  
?Since 2005, RUMPUN has facilitated the formation and operation of approximately 20 women?s 
empowerment groups in East Java using the Moser Approach. (There are other organizations 
in Indonesia utilizing the Moser model, but RUMPUN is the only one operating in these specific 
sub-districts.) RUMPUN?s office is in the city of Malang, but serves the rural and semi-rural 
communities in Dampit and Sumberpucung. Through a series of meetings with local women and 
village leadership (both secular and religious), RUMPUN helps communities determine if there 
is sufficient interest and commitment to establish a women?s empowerment group. During the 
first two years of programming, RUMPUN provides heavy training and facilitation to assist with 
operations and management, giving members the technical skills they need to function as a group, 
such as basic leadership training, group management training, and classes on numeracy and 
bookkeeping. RUMPUN also provides training on concepts around gender, and asks participants 
questions such as, ?what is the difference between sex and gender?? and, ?what restrictions do you 
face because you are a woman?? Through a participatory process, the women define the terms of their 
empowerment group, elect leadership and decide on financial processes ? such as bookkeeping 
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and transparency checks. Once the initial group is independently functional (usually after 2 years of 
regular, monthly meetings with RUMPUN staff) they are ready to continue on their own.
?RUMPUN has never given direct capital to any of its groups, only technical assistance. However, 
the majority of the RUMPUN groups have chosen to incorporate a village banking activity into their 
group activities. Groups determine for themselves how much members are to give at each meeting 
(anywhere from 10 cents to $2), and they keep detailed notes regarding how much each member 
has contributed. This collection of money grows over time, and eventually becomes large enough 
to loan out to members in need. By far the most popular reason for taking a RUMPUN loan is to 
pay for school fees. As the principal is repaid, the group also collects a small percentage of interest, 
also determined by the group. The interest earned is pro-rated and divided up between the group 
members, or it is reinvested in the group itself. This is a typical village savings and loan (VSL) 
model utilized by many other development organizations. 
?The meetings have been described to me as a welcome change to their otherwise monotonous 
lives. Over the years, through this practice of meeting twice a month, the women in the empowerment 
groups come to be a support to each other. They share their frustrations and their fears, and 
because they have all had the same basic gender training, they can have more sophisticated 
conversations about what they can and cannot do, because they are women. Those that start 
businesses experience successes and failures together. In these rural and semi-rural areas, the 
average woman completes primary school, gets married and becomes a mother ? with no further 
job experience, travel, training or continued education past her teenage years. Many of the women 
in these empowerment groups had never been given permission to take the 2-hour journey by car 
to see the district capital before joining RUMPUN. Thus, these empowerment participants often use 
the word ?experience? when describing the benefits of their group. The women all appreciated the 
?experiences? that came to them as a RUMPUN participant. Which is logical? in an area where 
formal education is over by the age of 16 (if not before) women were grateful for another way to 
gain knowledge, and have ?experiences? outside of their everyday domestic routine.
?As a point of comparison, one might characterize PKK as an organization that, despite claiming 
to be an empowerment organization, applies restrictions to its membership. By only offering 
programs on childrearing, cooking and keeping a family budget, they are implicitly supportive of 
the domestication of women. Whereas RUMPUN has consciously and explicitly not placed any such 
restriction on their programming. RUMPUN will come into a women?s meeting and simply ask ? 
what do you need? How can you get what you need? How can we help you succeed? 
?There is a sexual division of labor in both Sumperpucung and Dampit. A few women are employed 
as teachers; some women participate in small household-based income generation projects. While 
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men farm leased plots to grow cash crops, women tend subsistence gardens closer to home. Some 
women sell small products out of their homes? such as individual soap packets, single-serve 
coffee and sweets. Women are tasked with taking care of children, domestic affairs, and the home. 
Families are not large in either Sumberpucng or Dampit ? they resemble the national average of 2.15 
children per woman.  
?In early 2015, I began visiting RUMPUN women?s groups to better understand their work 
and help collect data that would determine the program?s efficacy. Participants from Dampit and 
Sumberpucung completed individual surveys around key soft indicators to gauge results around 
empowerment. Women reported increased educational opportunities, self-confidence, increased 
leadership inside the home, increased leadership outside the home (also described as increased 
?voice? in the community) and 39/42 women (93%) reported a significant increase in ?personal 
happiness? since starting the program.
?Qualitative data indicated that the RUMPUN program can safely be deemed successful, and is 
positively contributing to the agency of the women participants in Dampit and Sumberpucung. 
This is a case where the Moser approach has succeeded; with little financial input and technical 
assistance from a small staff, women in rural and semi-rural communities feel that they are indeed 
involved in the process of empowerment. 
Figure 1. Self-reported benefits from RUMPUM women?s empowerment program
Notes: n = 44 (14 Dampit and 30 Sumberpucung)
Source: Author, 2016 
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?After completing the surveys, I observed two one-day workshops and conducted focus group 
discussions (FGD) with 5 different women?s empowerment groups. During these FGDs I was able 
to ask more information about the day-to-day life of these women, ask them if they even wanted 
to be ?empowered? and what that might look like, in order to gauge their definition of women?s 
empowerment. All women reported that they were excited about the idea of the empowerment 
program and liked the idea of finding personal empowerment. They brought up ?communication? 
with great regularity, and appreciate that they could better formulate and express ideas and opinions 
now. 
?Before I joined I?d never go anywhere. Now I am not only in RUMPUN, but I am in a men?s savings group 
too. And they treat me like an equal. I took what I learned from RUMPUN and apply it to other areas of my 
life.?? Participant from Sumberpucung
?I have more confidence in my outside life and in the family. I can express my ideas better and deliver them 
in public.?? Participant from Sumberpucung
?[Because of RUMPUN] my confidence is way up high. I found my voice in public places. I am not 
intimidated to go out anymore. I am even campaigning for political campaign as a volunteer. I never 
would have done that before RUMPUN.?? Participant from Dampit.  
?[RUMPUN is] the spirit within us that makes us want to do better, and be more.?? Participant from 
Dampit.  
?FGDs also raised participant hesitations. In three FGDs someone voiced her own concern with 
their husband?s role in the home, and had a particular fear of being the cause of any disruption in 
their family?s balance or ?harmony.? In all incidences, as soon as one woman spoke up to share 
her fears, many others agreed. This is clearly still a very real and very relevant issue for RUMPUN 
participants. Upsetting family balance was clearly something these participants wanted to avoid at 
all costs. 
?Thus RUMPUN group members are eager participants, but are still imposing some restrictions 
on themselves ? potentially from one of the institutions described previously, or from elsewhere. 
So what is RUMPUN?s role? Is RUMPUN simply emphasizing the concept of an education, but 
homebound women? Or is RUMPUN advocating for change, and pushing participants to embrace a 
more progressive and holistic interpretation of women?s empowerment?  
?The answer for RUMPUN is somewhere in the middle. When questioned on the topic, 
the leadership of RUMPUN confirmed that they believe in a more global view of women?s 
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empowerment. However, RUMPUN leadership understands the village environment where they 
work, and has no intention of alienating or offending their target groups. Therefore, since their 
inception in 2006, RUMPUN has worked within the prevailing understanding of empowerment to 
allow a formation of trust within the women?s groups. They talk about women?s empowerment in 
broad terms, allowing the participants themselves to define what empowerment means to them. 
When asked, RUMPUN leaders were honest to participants about their own opinions ? but 
stressed that they did not necessarily seek agreement. Their wish, simply, was for every RUMPUN 
participant to work towards her own vision of women?s empowerment. 
?The FGDs conducted in November 2015 indicate that local women in Dampit and Sumberpucung 
who are in a RUMPUN group have a more progressive view of empowerment than the prevailing 
national definitions shaped by the New Order, Islamic Teaching and PKK. For example, the below 
list is the product of how one woman?s group in Sumberpucung responded when asked, ?what does 
women?s empowerment mean to you??
????Increased knowledge.? 
????Building confidence.?
????Saving money.?
????Leadership training.?
????Being more involved in the community.?
????Having more experiences in how to organize and manage a group.?
????Realizing potential in myself, and practicing my new confidence in pubic.?
????Gained confidence.?
????Increased experiences make me feel more independent; I feel success.? 
????Be independent ? make my own decisions and make my own income.?
????Newfound motivation to change myself and better contribute to my community.?
????Increased knowledge.?
????Learning from each other.?
????I?m now more independent ? I can solve problems in my house and in the community.?
?Though this description doesn?t quite match leading global definitions, it also certainly goes 
beyond the prevailing national definitions. Not one woman mentioned empowerment in terms of 
motherhood (all but one participant was a mother) or support to their husband (all participants were 
married.) This RUMPUN women?s group ? as well as all others that were interviewed ? clearly 
views empowerment as something that extends beyond the walls of a woman?s home. In fact many 
RUMPUN members have economic and community aspirations that far exceed their domestic 
sphere, specifically mentioning impact in the community. 
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5. Conclusions
?The most noteworthy of these findings is that the prevailing national influences in Indonesia 
have a more traditional perspective of empowerment than women who have actually taken part in a 
women?s empowerment program. One might assume that empowerment definitions would flow in a 
linear way, from ?most traditional? to ?most progressive? starting with the local perspective, moving 
onto national and then ending with the global. However, findings from this research suggest that 
in Indonesia (at least in the case of RUMPUN activities in East Java) the empowerment definitions 
do not follow this linear flow. Instead the most traditional is the national, not the local. In East Java, 
women who have taken part in a successful women?s empowerment program, and women who 
accessed power from within to take greater control over her self agency have more progressive 
views of women?s empowerment than the national dialog. 
?This case study illustrates a situation very specific to Indonesia, but one that the global 
development community can easily extract similarities that Indonesia has with other nations. 
Perhaps PKK does not exist elsewhere, and no other country has remnants of Suharto?s New 
Order. But many countries, particularly those targeted by the Sustainable Millennium Goals, face 
an environment of patriarchy that sets social (both religious and secular) restrictions on a woman?s 
agency. It is not uncommon for societies to enforce a sexual division of labor, or to impose a set of 
restrictions that essentially limit the self-agency of an individual woman to the domestic space. It is 
also not uncommon that national organizations and influences might defend and/or uphold a more 
traditional definition of women?s empowerment. This is a common narrative seen throughout Asia, 
the Americas, and Africa ? both in developed and developing countries. However these restrictions 
are most significant in poor, underdeveloped nations, where women struggle with limited education, 
limited economic participation, and limited representation in government.
?This suggests that women?s personal definitions of empowerment and self-agency can evolve 
over time. One could estimate that as these participants continue with their women?s empowerment 
group, they will continue to eliminate restrictions (self-imposed, or imposed by others) that they 
might have at one time tolerated or accepted. This is a critical finding, for changing policy is only 
one barrier? but changing social perception, changing behavior and creating self-confidence in 
women themselves poses a far greater challenge. The women?s empowerment approach is one way 
to tackle this significant development challenge. 
?It is a slow process, by definition. The time it takes to find, acknowledge and believe in one?s 
power from within can take years. It takes an open organization to facilitate the process, who 
conscientiously allow the group to come to their own conclusions. However the inputs are few 
(RUMPUN?s budget runs on less than $20,000 annually) and the results can be transformative. Even 
when there is a more limiting national dialog, through the Moser approach women can generate 
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power from within to re-evaluate what empowerment means to them, where they want to be, and 
how they plan to get there. 
?Much more research is needed in this area, and I hope to see more academics and development 
organizations investing in the implementation and measurement of more small-scale, grassroots, 
Moser-inspired empowerment programs. Further data is needed from projects in other parts of 
the world to test the idea that, over time, women involved in women?s empowerment redefine what 
?women?s empowerment? means to them. That despite prevailing cultural beliefs or institutional 
messaging, they find their own definition that pose less restrictions to themselves, their daughters, 
and future generations. 
?Received 6th May, 2016?
?Accepted 30th July, 2016?
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